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¢Fatema Mernissi 


Fatema was a teacher, writer, and feminist 
sociologist. She was born in 1940 in 

Fez ,Morocco, and studied in Sorbonne 
University in Paris and Massachusetts 
University from which she got her PHD. She 
quickly established herself as a scholar and 
a lively writer On women's studies, 
religion, history, and sociology. She wrote 
in Arabic, French and English and her books 
have been translated into several other 
languages. She taught In Mohammed V 
University in the Faculty of Art and 
Humanities in Rabat. She received the 


Context: 


¢This is an excerpt from Mernissi's book "Scheherazade 
Goes West: Different Cultures, Different Harems" (2001) 


elt's specifically identified as the "last chapter of the 
book" in the introductory note 


elt's written in a scholarly tone, incorporating sociological 
analysis and cultural criticism. 


Summary 


¢The short story begins with Mernissi’s personal 
experience of being denied a skirt in a U.S. department 
store because she did not fit into the idealized "size 6." 
She reflects on how Western culture pressures women 
to conform to specific body sizes, creating a 
metaphorical "harem" that excludes women who do not 
fit these standards. Mernissi critiques this obsession 
with youth and slimness, linking it to deeper issues of 
power and control, as it marginalizes women based on 
their appearance and age. 


Key themes 


The Objectification of Women: 

¢Western beauty standards as a form of control 
¢Size 6 requirement as oppressive as the Muslim veil 
¢Impact on women's self-worth and identity 


«"Size 4 and 6 are the norm... Deviant sizes such as the 
one you need can be bought in special stores." 


Key Themes 


Beauty Standards: 
¢Western men's control over fashion industry 
¢Youth as the primary beauty standard 


¢"We Muslim women have only one month of fasting, 
Ramadan, but the poor Western woman who diets has 
to fast twelve months out of the year" 


Key themes 


The Invisible Harem: 

¢Beauty standards as modern form of harem 
¢Western fashion industry's role 

¢Impact on women's freedom and self-expression 


F = oo = oe 
. Yes, I suddenly felt not only very ugly but also quite useless 


Pierre 


Key Themes ere 


Symbolic Violence: 

¢Concept from Pierre Bourdieu 

*How women internalize beauty standards 
¢ Self-imposed restrictions 


THROUGH POSTCOLONIALISM: 


¢We first encounter postcolonialism in the title used, namely 
“harem, which is a term traditionally used by western 
anthropologists to criticize Islamic culture and Mernissi used it in 
her title to critique western society. 


¢The author demolishes western assumption about being more 
"liberated" or "Superior" than other cultures by shedding light 
over the oppressive nature of western beauty standards. She 
tears apart the colonial myth that the west is the model for 
"civilization" 

¢Mernissi describes her culture, where "there is no size for 


women's clothes", resisting the stereotypes portraying "the 
others" as backward. 


Discussion 


¢How relevant are Mernissi's observations today? 
¢How have beauty standards evolved since this essay? 
¢What are modern forms of "symbolic violence"? 

¢How do different cultures control women's bodies? 


